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Stress Facts
Stress Statistics from the Centers for Disease Control and the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health research studies have found: 

· Job burnout experienced by 25% to 40% of U.S. workers is blamed on stress. 

· Depression, only one type of stress reaction, is predicted to be the leading occupational disease of the 21st century, responsible for more days lost than any other single factor. 

· Stress is linked to the leading 6 causes of death: heart disease, cancer, lung ailments, accidents, cirrhosis of the liver, and suicide. (stress.about.com)

· It is estimated that at least 90% of visits to the doctor are for symptoms that are at least partially due to stress.

Effects of stress on the body: The brain communicates to the body through the Nervous system. The Autonomic Nervous System is divided into two parts: Sympathetic and Parasympathetic which govern the responses of the alarm reaction and relaxation response.  These two systems are in constant flux.
Rest and Digest: As the body returns to a normal state after the alarm reaction, the Parasympathetic Nervous System re-engages the digestive and maintenance processes of the body.  During this phase digestive processes resume, immune function increases, and body repair functions continue.

Fight or Flight Response: When we encounter a threat, the hypothalamus (base of the brain) sets off an alarm reaction in the body. This sets off a combination of nerve and hormonal signals to stimulate the adrenal glands (located on top of the kidneys) which then release the hormones adrenaline and cortisol. 

· Adrenaline: increases heart rate, elevates blood pressure, boosts energy supplies, and prepares the body to engage in physical activity.

· Cortisol: The primary stress hormone increases glucose or sugars in the blood, enables the body for quick bursts of energy, enhances brain’s use of glucose and signals substances for tissue repair, namely the inflammatory response.  Cortisol curbs nonessential responses, diverting body’s energies away from immune function, digestive processes, reproductive system, and growth processes. Elevated levels of cortisol are typical with chronic stress and can lead to: lowered metabolism, impaired cognition, blood sugar imbalances, cravings, weight gain, decreased muscle tissue, higher blood pressure, lower immune response, increased belly fat, depressed digestion, decreased nutrient absorption, memory loss (cortisol is toxic to brain cells) and reduced learning capacity.

Healthy Diet and Exercise

You can support your mind and body through times of stress by also paying attention to factors of nutrition, minimizing sugar consumption, eating high nutrition foods, namely whole foods, fruits and vegetables, and maintaining a regular exercise plan. Maintaining a healthy diet with lots of fresh foods and an active lifestyle is invaluable to maintaining positively dealing with modern day stress. 

Sugar and Stress: When your body needs mental, physical, and emotional reserves, consuming sugar causes a spike in insulin (hormone that takes sugar into the cells), and a rush of sugar into the cells which then causes blood sugar levels to plummet, and also alters brain chemistry, notably the balance of dopamine and serotonin. Other consequences of sugar is that it replaces nutritious foods, adds extra calories, and can compromise the metabolism. It can lead to insulin resistance, metabolic syndrome and diabetes. “When sugar intake increases above 9 percent of the total calories, your vitamin and mineral intake progressively decrease, which compromises your immune system and further stress to a body under pressure. A high sugar diet also increases urinary losses of calming minerals, including magnesium and chromium.” from Food and Mood, by Elizabeth Somer.
High Fat foods and Stress: A Study from the University of Maryland, reported that high fat diets, especially vegetable oils, raise stress hormone levels and interfere with the body’s ability to calm itself even after the stress is over. Cutting back on fat and adopting a low fat vegetarian diet lowers cortisol levels. “A low fat diet also stimulates the immune system, while dietary fat, especially polyunsaturated fats in vegetable oils, trans fatty acids, margarines, shortening and saturated fats in meats and whole milk products suppress the immune system.” Food and Mood, by Elizabeth Somer.
Vitamins for Stress: Below are vitamins and minerals that play an important role in handling stress.  Summaries are taken from “The Real Vitamin and Mineral Book” by Dr. Shari Lieberman, Ph.D. 

· B Vitamins: B vitamins are essential for maintaining healthy nerves, skin, hair, eyes, liver, and mouth, preserving good muscle tone, sustaining energy, and metabolizing carbohydrates, fats, and proteins. The role of B vitamins has been well-documented in nervous system function, and led practitioners to alleviate psychiatric symptoms such as depression, anxiety, nervousness, and poor memory through supplementation of B vitamins. 

· Vitamin C: Vitamin C is needed by the adrenal glands to synthesize hormones. Normal levels of ascorbic acid are depleted with high-stress occurrences such as surgery, illness, infections, injuries, and the use of birth control pills. A study in Germany showed that people who took 1,000 mg a day dealt better with psychological stress, showed fewer signs, and recovered quicker than those who did not. 

· Zinc: Zinc is an essential component of over twenty enzymes associated with metabolic processes, and contributes to the health of eyes, liver, bones, prostate, semen, and hair. Zinc has a most critical role for cell division, cell repair, and cell growth. Studies have found large percentages of children to be deficient. There is also evidence that zinc levels fall following physical and mental stress. 

Exercise and Stress

Having a regular workout program can help the body re-adjust after an alarm reaction that sets off the fight or flight response. The benefits of 20 min. of exercise 3 times a week: Here are a few effects of exercise on body chemistry: Lowers blood levels of cortisol, releases brain chemicals epinephrine and noepinephrine which boosts alertness, raises serotonin levels, which boosts mood, and releases endorphins, the body’s own morphine-like chemicals that boost pain tolerance and promote feelings of euphoria and satisfaction.

Top 5 Factors to staying on track:
1. Pick activities that you enjoy.
2. Have a workout buddy, or someone you report to.
3. Set up rewards and/or consequences for following through.
4. Using consistent times for your workouts.

5. Change it up, introduce new activities to keep it fresh.
What activities do you enjoy that could be part of your exercise plan?
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